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An Analysis of the Chinese Football Reform of 2015: Why Then and Not Earlier? 
Abstract  
In March 2015, the Chinese government issued the Overall Plan for Chinese Football Reform 
and Development, which aimed to develop football in China from the grassroots level to the 
elite level. The salient element of the plan was to separate the Chinese Football Association 
(CFA) from direct government control. Considering the previous failed attempts to reform the 
CFA, this paper asks the question ‘why the reform occurred in 2015 and not earlier?’ and aims 
to: 1) identify the potential sources of the policy change through the lens of the Multiple 
Streams Framework (MSF)；and 2) examine the timing and conditions under which the 
Chinese government initiated the football reform. Public policy documents and media reports 
from 1993 to 2017 were collected and analysed; 17 interviews were conducted with key policy 
actors within the CFA and professional football clubs in varying tiers of Chinese football 
leagues. The findings suggest that the failure of previous policy attempts at improving Chinese 
football (policy stream), match-fixing scandals and the continuing under-performance of the 
national men’s team (problem stream), the increasingly critical national mood towards football 
and the turnover of Presidency (political stream) combined in the mid-2010s opened a ‘policy 
window’ which facilitated this significant change. This research is the first paper to apply the 
MSF theory to explain the Chinese football reform that occurred in 2015. It extends the 
application of MSF to a different political and cultural environment and has implications for 
the policy-making in China. 




In the late 1970s, China adopted the national policy of Reform and Opening-up and since then 
the country has been in transition from a planned economy to a market economy while retaining 
strong central government oversight (Fan et al. 2010). The change has resulted in spectacular 
economic growth, yet the change has also been characterised by the slow public institutional 
reform, which has restricted the government’s ability to react to market changes. Tian and Chen 
(2016) highlighted this phenomenon by noting that marketisation has generated significant 
progress in the Chinese economy, however, the government still plays a dominant role in all 
sectors. This tension between economic and political institutional structures is perceived as a 
bottleneck to further reform in China (Tian and Chen 2016).  
Sport in China has experienced a significant transition as a result of the challenges of 
professionalisation and commercialisation and the government’s ambition for international 
sporting and Olympic success. The professionalisation of football in China started in 1994 and 
flagged the beginning of the Chinese sport sector’s transition from the state-run sport system 
to a market-driven sport system (Tan and Bairner 2010). However, even though professional 
clubs and leagues were set up in accordance with the European football league system, the 
CFA, the national governing body of the leagues, was not an independent governing body as it 
was directly controlled by the General Administration of Sport of China (GASC) (Fan and Lu 
2013). Unlike the European football associations, ‘all the Presidents of CFA have been high-
ranking public officials and were appointed by GASC’ (Fan and Lu 2013, p. 1642), not elected 
by clubs or the member organisations. For a long time, the football clubs were not involved in 
any high-level decision-making process in relation to the development of professional leagues. 
The unbalanced institutional tension caused discontent and conflict between professional clubs 
and the CFA. It was evident that structural reform of the sport sector was necessary (Fan and 
Lu 2013, Tan and Bairner 2010; Yuan 2011).  To address these problems, in March 2015, the 
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Chinese government initiated a program for football reform which was characterised by a new 
public policy entitled The Overall Plan for Chinese Football Reform and Development 
(Chinese State Council 2015). This brings out the aim of this paper, which is to explain why 
this major reform occurred at this particular time. Under the overarching aim, the two research 
objectives are: 
1. to identify the potential sources of the policy change through the lens of the Multiple 
Streams Framework； 
2. to examine the timing and conditions under which the Chinese government initiated 
the football reform 
The section below describes the policy context of the reform and is followed by a discussion 
of the rationale for applying the Multiple Streams Framework (MSF) as a theoretical 
foundation for the data analysis and an overview of the research methods adopted. The findings 
and discussions which are structured around the five salient elements of the MSF will be 
presented prior to a brief summary of the contributions of this paper. 
 
Policy Context: The Overall Plan for Chinese Football Reform and Development (Reform 
Plan) 
The 2015 Reform Plan was radical in three ways. First, it recognised the importance of 
developing football at all levels. For a long time, youth football development in China had been 
over-shadowed by the pursuit of elite success (Fan and Lu 2012). In the Reform Plan, it 
explicitly stated the aim to have a significant increase in youth football participation as the mid-
term goal. 
Second, for the first time in Chinese history, football development is prioritised as part of its 
national strategy. Summoned by the Vice-Premier Liu Yandong, an Inter-ministerial Joint 
Congress System for the Reform and Development of Football had been established to guide 
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and implement the football reform from the state level. As Yu et al. (2017) observed, the new 
policy ‘represents the actualisation of substantial central planning and sizeable resources 
allocations’ (p. 3). 
Finally, the policy initiated an institutional reform of Chinese football that constrained 
government intervention in football and which started with the decoupling of the CFA from 
the GASC. Previously, the CFA, consistent with other national or local sport associations in 
China, was a shadow organisation of the government whose ‘systematic and mechanical power 
was centralised’ (Yu, et al. 2015 p. 1279). The problem now confronting the CFA was how to 
meet the insatiable public appetite for football and leverage the commercial opportunities that 
were emerging from this (Gong, et al. 2015).  
Policy Change and the Multiple Streams Framework 
It is argued that the 2015 reform was a significant break from previous policies. While it is 
relatively easy to identify a policy change, it is far more challenging to explain why the change 
took place at the time that it did and in the form that it took (Houlihan 2005).  
The MSF was employed because it was designed to answer the question of what makes an 
idea’s time come and find explanations to why decision-makers pay attention to one issue 
rather than another (Kingdon 1995). This allows MSF to serve as a heuristic analytical lens to 
fulfil the aim of this paper. The MSF was utilised also because out of all the policy analysis 
theories which have built upon the western policy literature, MSF is one of the most useful 
frameworks to explain the critical timing under which a policy change can occur (Baumgartner 
2016; Weiner 2011; Zahariadis 2007). It is worth noting here that the timing of policy making 
is worth investigating because ‘developing an understanding of the forces that move policy 
formulation processes in one direction or another’ allows policy practitioners to grasp the right 
opportunity to enable a policy change (Kingdon 1995, p. 2). It was therefore intended that, with 
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this research, the policy formulation process of the Chinese football reform plan can be 
understood and thus provide further evidence of the effectiveness of the MSF for sport policy 
analysis in the Chinese context.  
Not only does MSF deal explicitly with the process of agenda-setting, but it also proved to be 
useful when applied to the Chinese context. Xufeng Zhu (2008) has applied MSF to investigate 
the Chinese detention and repatriation system. He pointed out the differences in the application 
by concluding that value acceptability is more significant for the adoption of a policy in the 
Communist China where there are chances for technically infeasible policies being accepted 
by the government as long as they are ideologically correct (Zhu 2008). Zhou and Feng (2014) 
argued that MSF was applicable to China in their examination of college matriculation policy 
reform for children of migrant workers. Moreover, Zheng (2017) tested the usefulness of the 
MSF model in the Chinese elite sport studies and applied the concept of the policy window to 
analyse elite swimming development in China between 2000 and 2012. In addition, the MSF 
model chimes with the identification of some signs of a pluralist tendency in some areas of 
policy in China. Zhang (2017), for example, noted a growth in civic associations and concluded 
that China exhibited a hybrid model of state-society relations that had elements ‘of both 
pluralism and state corporatism’ (p. 14). He commented that ‘policy-making has become more, 
albeit selectively, open to social demands and …NGOs with financial, human, and (or) social 
capital resources can influence governmental policy’ (2017, p. 16). This is a conclusion that 
Zheng, et al. (2019) considered appropriate in relation to the more commercialised areas of 
sport policy.  
Kingdon (1995) argued that the context for and interaction between three streams: 1) problems, 
2) policy, and 3) political, together with the promotion of policy entrepreneurs can open a 
policy window and thus influence the government agenda and policy alternatives. Each of these 
streams, as well as the policy window and policy entrepreneurs, will now be introduced. 
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Problem Stream   
Kingdon (1995) defined a problem from a three-dimensional perspective: values, comparisons, 
and categories. For instance, when an athlete is caught doping, it can cause uneasiness and even 
mistrust among the public as the integrity of sport is challenged because of a potential 
juxtaposition of values and beliefs that underpin sporting competition. The comparison of 
conditions and performances between different countries or time periods can also create 
problems (Zahariadis 2007). The fact of being behind of your competitor in a sport event is 
enough to constitute a problem for some people (Kingdon 1995, p.111). Placing a problem into 
one category rather than another can help define and facilitate a response to the problem in a 
timely and appropriate manner. For example, the categorisation of the need for community 
leisure facilities as a leisure issue or a health issue may influence the level of political interest 
and potentially attract more policy resources.  
Problems are not always recognisable. For a problem to gain awareness among government 
officials, certain mechanisms, indicators, focusing events, and feedback needs to be in place 
(Kingdon 1995). Indicators, such as the cost of a programme, infant mortality rates, or highway 
deaths, ‘can be used to assess the magnitude of a condition, as well as the scope of change’ 
(Zahariadis 2007, p. 70). Indicators can usually be detected via routine monitoring of certain 
condition or investigation of a problem. A focusing event is another powerful tool to attract the 
attention of policymakers. For instance, a disastrous air crash may capture the attention of 
policymakers and encourage an investigation into the safety issue of aircrafts. Kingdon (p. 98) 
indicated that focusing events are likely to have a greater impact at the policy agenda when 
‘the problem is already in the back of people’s mind’.  
Alternatively, problem identification can be based on feedback which may come from the 
government’s monitoring of programmes and the evaluation of their effectiveness (Kingdon 
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1995). Feedback is important as it reflects what works and what may not, which may facilitate 
the policymakers to make a better decision for the next round of policy formulation and 
implementation.  
Policy Stream 
The policy stream focuses on the process of policy generation. Kingdon (1995) compared the 
process of policy generation to that of biological natural selection and compared policy 
communities to the ‘primeval soup’ where life came into being (p. 116). He also indicated that 
understanding the process of policy change provides insight into how policies are created. 
Although all policy proposals stand an equal chance to be selected by policymakers to form a 
new policy proposal (Zahariadis 2007), there are two selection criteria outlined by Kingdon 
(1995) that policymakers usually consider, namely, technical feasibility and value acceptability. 
That is, if one policy proposal is more difficult to implement than another, it is less likely to be 
selected; or if an idea does not align with the values which policymakers are keen on promoting 
at that time, it is less likely to survive the selection process.  
With regard to the policy survival process, there are two relevant concepts advanced by 
Kingdon (1995), namely, policy evolution and policy spillover.  Kingdon (1995, p.124) argued 
that the policy process is largely evolutionary, in which some of the ideas go through processes 
of ‘mutation’ and ‘recombination’ until they are ready to enter a serious decision stage. 
Nevertheless, there is a small number of proposals that result from a process called ‘policy 
spillover’. Policy spillover happens when ideas pass between institutionally-unrelated policy 
areas (Ackrill and Kay 2011). Spillover occurs under three circumstances: 1) when politicians 
find there is a reward for borrowing the experience from other policy areas; 2) when the 
‘winning coalition’ can be transferred to new issues; and 3) when an established precedent can 
be used to further a similar change in a different policy area (Kingdon 1995, p. 63). Ackrill and 
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Kay categorised the phenomenon of spillovers into exogenous and endogenous spillovers. The 
main difference lies in whether there is institutional interconnection among these policy areas. 
If there is an internal connection institutionally, then it is endogenous spillover, otherwise, it is 
exogenous spillover. 
Political Stream 
Kingdon (1995) depicted the political stream as a series of influencers such as national mood, 
organised political forces, and government (legislative and administrative turnover). The 
concept of national mood is similar to the problem notion discussed previously. The difference 
is that the national mood can be either positive or negative. When the national mood is positive, 
instead of formulating a new policy to change the situation, policymakers would be content to 
take the path of the original policies without significant amendment. Therefore, a positive 
national mood usually does not attract as much attention as a negative national mood. The 
negative mood, on the other hand, can result in a problem being forced onto the agenda, 
particularly when the national mood continues to grow and spread (Downs 1972).  
Organised political forces, such as pressure group campaigns or interest groups, are considered 
as another important element of the political stream that can affect the policy agenda 
(Zahariadis 2007). Kingdon (1995) suggested that the consensus or conflict among these 
political forces, which either positioned inside or outside the government, could affect the 
political leaders’ perception and reaction to these activities, and thus affect their decision-
making. In the case of China, which is largely a one-party political system, the Communist 
Party of China (CPC) often ‘represents and monopolize government actions.’ (Zheng 2017, p. 
1252) Expressly, organised political forces are not likely to make an impact on the 
governmental agenda, rather, the CPC usually plays a central role in changing the overall 
political landscape.  
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The turnover of key officials in the government often introduces new agenda items that were 
impossible to consider or were not considered worthy under the previous administration or 
leadership. In other words, the change in political stream can often provide a window for policy 
change. The first few years of a new administration or leadership is the prime opportunity for 
influencing the policy agenda (Kingdon 1995). In the Chinese political context, since it is 
unlikely to change the CPC’s position as the ruling Party of the country in the foreseeable 
future, the party ideology is most likely to be reflected by the central government’s policy 
advocates.   
Policy Window 
The policymaking process within organisations including the government is fluid and 
opportunistic (Houlihan 2005). In other words, there have to be some conditions under which 
an issue can become a concern for the policy-makers. Such conditions or opportunities are 
called ‘policy windows’, which allow changes, expansions or abolishment of certain 
programmes to take place when it opens (Kingdon 1995). Kingdon (1984, p. 173) described 
the functioning of the policy window as follows: 
The separate streams come together at critical times. A problem is recognised, a 
solution is developed and available in the policy community, a political change 
makes it the right time for a policy change, and potential constraints are not 
severe…these policy windows, the opportunities for action on given initiatives, 
present themselves and stay open for only short periods…  
Two types of policy windows for policy change were identified by Kingdon (1995), namely, 
the ‘problem’ and ‘political’ windows (p. 166). He suggested that a policy window can open 
because a problem captures the attention of policy-makers; or it opens because of a change in 
the political stream, such as a change of Presidency or ideology. When it comes to predictability 
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of policy windows in elite sport, Zheng, et al. (2019) suggested that there is a high degree of 
predictability in the area of elite sport policy, most notably evidenced in the performance 
pressure covering each four-year Olympic cycle, and the four-year cycle of the World Cup in 
the case of football.  
Policy Entrepreneurs 
Policy entrepreneurs are ‘skilled and resourceful actors who couple three streams together 
during open policy windows’ (Ackrill, Kay, & Zahariadis 2013, p. 873). In other words, they 
function as advocates for certain policy proposals, or direct the attention of policymakers to a 
special problem of an opportune time (Kingdon 1995). Despite of the fact that policy 
entrepreneurs could be from inside or outside of the government system, it is worth pointing 
out that ‘under an authoritative regime (e.g. China), actors inside the government usually play 
the leading role in the decision-making process.’ (Zhu and Xiao 2015, p. 3). When examining 
the policy processes, it seems unlikely that one single person is solely responsible for a change 
(Ackrill, Kay and Zahariadis 2013; Bakir and Jarvis 2017). However, it can be argued that 
certain individuals tend to play central roles, if not as the initiators, in the change process 
(Kingdon 1995).  
Research Methods  
This research employed a qualitative approach as it was seeking deep insight into the policy 
development and implementation process that was occurring in the CFA. Data were collected 
from secondary and primary sources to provide a richer understanding of the policy change 
process. The main secondary source of data was from a content analysis of strategic policy 
documents related to Chinese football since 1993 that were published by government 
departments, agencies and the CFA.  A full list of these documents is presented in Table 1. In 
addition, media reports (in the form of documentaries and news articles) published online by 
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mainstream media agencies (e.g. CCTV, Xinhuanet, Sina, China Daily and People’s Daily) 
were collected and analysed. 
[Insert Table 1 Here] 
Attention was devoted to an analysis of the two ‘Ten-Year’ Plans for Chinese Football 
Development (1993-2002, 2003-2012) and the Reform Plan (2015). These policy documents 
were selected because: 1) they were the most fundamental policies in each stage of Chinese 
football development; and 2) when being compared, policy continuity and change can be 
identified. These sources were useful in determining the scale and nature of policy from 1993.  
The document collection was complemented by primary data collection. A total of seventeen 
in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted, and these included twelve completed 
with key senior officials in the CFA and five with professional football club managers (three 
in Chinese Super League and two in China League One). The profile of all the interviewees is 
summarised in Table 2 
[Insert Table 2 Here] 
These participants were selected as they were involved in the policy development process in 
varying capacities0F1; others were involved in the policy implementation process and worked 
closely with government agencies, the CFA or the Chinese football clubs. The interviews were 
completed in 2017 and assisted in gaining a deeper understanding of the policy development 
process and the circumstances that shaped its development. Interviewees were asked a set of 
similar questions that covered the following themes: 1) assessing the nature and extent of the 
policy change; 2) identifying the enabling factors for change; and 3) the implications of these 
                                                 
1 Some interviewees were involved in writing early reports analysing the Chinese football development situation 
for the central government, which eventually became part of the Reform Plan. 
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policies. Each interview lasted between 40 and 120 minutes. Interviews were either recorded 
on a digital recorder or in note form and this was dependent on the participants’ preference. 
The data analysis started with a translation process from Chinese to English by the lead 
researcher. Both primary and secondary data were subject to translation and the process was 
verified through back translation (Brislin 1970). The lead author translated the source language 
(Chinese) to the target language (English), and after this a second blind translation was 
conducted by another Chinese speaker who translated the English translation back to Chinese. 
The original and translated versions were compared to check the quality and equivalence.  
Interview transcripts were analysed using the Nvivo qualitative software package.  Nodes were 
created and categorised inductively from the data. After an initial coding, a total of 118 nodes 
were created. The grouping of nodes was guided by the deductive insights gleaned from the 
Multiple Streams Framework (Kingdon 1995). Five groups (themes) were condensed from 
these nodes and formed the basis for the analysis. The five themes were football policy changes; 
political turnover; problems in football; president and government’s ambition; and the CFA 
decoupling from the GASC. Drawing on the content analysis of the documents and media 
reports identified in Table1 and the interview data generated with staff within CFA and the 
professional clubs, the next section will provide findings and discussion regarding the policy 
development process that led to the radical change that occurred in 2015.  
Findings  
In tracing the development of the three streams that produced the policy window in 2015, which 
led to the publication of the Reform Plan, it is possible to divide recent attempts of football 
reform into three periods. The first period, from 1993 to 2002, covers the period of the first 
‘Ten-year Plan’ which initiated a series of changes including the professionalisation of elite 
level football clubs. The second period covers the years of the second ‘Ten-year Plan’ (2003-
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2012) and is marked by the increasing frustration at the failures of the national men’s team and 
the emergence of corruption in the professional leagues. The final period from 2013 to 2015 
marks not only the abandonment of the ten-year planning process but also a radical change in 
the government’s approach to the oversight of a major sport. Although three stages are 
identified, it should be borne in mind that the process of policy formulation is often chaotic and 
random with a great degree of ambiguity (Houlihan 2005). 
Phase One: First Ten-year Plan (1993-2002) 
The first Ten-year Plan was a novelty in the history of Chinese football policy. It was 
formulated after the defeat of the men’s national team in the qualification rounds of the 1994 
Men’s World Cup. This could be considered a sign of the State exploring alternative ways to 
develop football in China. The section of the policy which received most attention was the 
establishment of a professional league (Jia A and Jia B - former titles of the current Chinese 
Super League and League One). It was also argued that this was a result of the overarching 
marketisation of Chinese economy since the 14th National Congress of the Chinese Communist 
Party in 1992, which led to the commercialisation of the sport sector with football being the 
pilot sport (Zhang and Kang 2011).  
Problem Stream 
The priority of the Chinese government in the first phase was the building of a strong national 
team. The balance between football development at the elite level and the grassroots level, and 
between the interests of the professional clubs and those of the national team lacked clarity. 
According to the memoir of Wang Junsheng, this policy orientation, to some extent misled the 
professional clubs. Wang Junsheng, the Vice-President of the CFA from 1992 to 2000, argued 
that a major reason for the failure to qualify for the World Cup and the Olympic Games between 
1992 and 2000 and the low profile of domestic football leagues, was that professional clubs 
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were seeking quick success and short-term benefits while ignoring the CFA regulation that 
each league club must set up three reserve teams to facilitate talent-identification and 
development (Tan and Bairner 2010). 
There was a lack of awareness of the importance of mass participation as a source of long-term 
talent development, as the majority of football players in the national teams were trained 
through the professional or elite sport school system (Chinese Football Association 1993). In 
addition, the tension between national and commercial interests started to emerge (Tan and 
Bairner 2010, p. 592). However, none of these issues surfaced as specific problems during this 
period.   
Policy Stream  
A close examination of the first Ten-year Plan indicates that the main focus of the CFA during 
this period was the pursuit of elite and commercial success, as the policy aims for those ten 
years included that: 
• Chinese football should rank amongst the top Asian countries and that the men’s 
national team should qualify for the final sixteen in the World Cup and final eight in 
the Olympic Games 
• The women’s national team should reach the top three in international competitions 
• The main football clubs in Jia A should match the performance of their counterparts in 
other Asian countries; the number of professional football clubs should reach 20 by 
2002.  
It was clear that the policy priority at the first Phase was the talent development at the elite 
level. In addition, the introduction of a revamped professional league, as noted in a 
documentary (Yuan and Chen 1998) filmed by the China Central Television (CCTV 5), was 
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highly successful in breaking the traditional monopoly of stronger teams and raised the level 
of competitiveness. The following quote from a former national team player interviewed for 
the documentary highlighted this: 
It [the new league system] brought in a competitive mechanism. This impact was 
not obvious in the first two years (1993-1994) when there were so many new 
football clubs established but only so few players available in the market. But now 
[1998] it’s different, more and more players could choose to join the clubs. Joining 
in the clubs was not always safe though, if you don’t work hard enough, there will 
always be younger players to take your place. That’s a healthy competitive 
environment…and it is incredible! 
The first Ten-year Plan was passed by the policymakers because the policy goals were in 
line with the Chinese people’s, or at least the Chinese politicians’ interest to promote 
football. In other words, football commercialisation that followed the country’s 
marketisation trend meant the national strategy of marketisation was the correct path.  
However, it was arguable whether introducing the commercial league system to the 
Chinese football system at that time was technically feasible especially when the Chinese 
government still retained the majority of the commercial rights in all sports.  
Political Stream  
Overall, the political mood, including the government and the public, was supportive during 
this period. The introduction of professional sport was an experimental move of the 
government and there was a relaxed view in terms of the impact of the policy and some 
uncertainty regarding the criteria to define success. As an official from the CFA commented 
(Yuan and Chen 1998): 
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In the first year of professionalisation, we lacked the experience of managing the 
new system. For example, in 1994 when there were both the World Cup and the 
Asian Games going on at the same time, in order to enable players to participate in 
the Asian Games in October, we had to suspend the league matches to make sure 
the players get proper training as a national team. This sacrifice now seems quite 
unreasonable…things like this were not rare. I think the fans at that time were very 
tolerant and supportive partly because they saw the benefit the league brought to 
the national team performances. 
The first phase might be considered a ‘honeymoon’ period, as the first few years witnessed a 
new commercial structure being integrated into the traditional Chinese sports system that 
generated a healthy competitive environment. Although the first Ten-year Plan was formulated 
and initiated by the CFA as the documents indicated, it is very likely that the political leader in 
the GASC played an important role in the decision-making, given the historical overlapping 
relationship between CFA and GASC. In other words, the top leaders of CFA, who also acted 
as political officials in the GASC, were the policy entrepreneurs to make the first ten-year plan 
possible. However, problems within football development began to accumulate in the later 
years of the first phase as corruption started to emerge due to the pursuit of political and 
commercial ambitions (Liang 2014). As these problems were not promptly addressed by the 
CFA they intensified during the second phase and were compounded by the emergence of new 
problems.  
Phase Two: Second Ten-year Plan (2003-2012)  
In 2002, during the evaluation of the first Ten-year Plan and the formulation of the new Ten-
year Plan, there was little evidence of decision-makers within the CFA learning lessons from 
the past. There was no significant change in the second Ten-year Plan, except that the new 
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policy set arguably unrealistic targets with only small adjustments on the basis of the first Ten-
year Plan. At the same time, old problems from the first phase became more serious and new 
problems emerged in the second phase as a result of the neglect by the policy-makers. There 
was also evidence (comments from the mainstream media agencies as shown below) of the 
public becoming more frustrated and disappointed at the national team performance and calling 
for a more radical reform of the football governance system.  
Problem Stream 
Problems from the first phase, such as the neglect of football at the participation level, the 
reliance on the hierarchy of sports schools to produce talent rather than having a substantial 
participation base as the source of talent, continued into the second phase. However, new 
problems began to develop and became more sharply defined partly because of the country’s 
Olympic success. Although China had achieved success on the Olympic stage, it also wanted 
to achieve success in the World Cup to further enhance national pride (Meier and Mutz 2018). 
Unfortunately, the striking underperformance of the national teams (in particular the men’s 
team) created a problem. Failure to qualify for the 2006 and 2010 World Cups prompted 
another wave of debate in the football sector as well as in the government. This echoes with 
the argument made by Zheng et al. (2018) with regard to policy window predictability, when a 
situation repeats itself every four years (such as the poor performances at the World Cup), it is 
very likely that the condition will bring the accumulated concern of the public to the attention 
of policymakers. Moreover, notable progress with medal performances at the Olympic Games 
highlighted even more sharply the lack of success in football: many Chinese sports and 
disciplines (swimming, table-tennis, gymnastics, volleyball, etc.) were successful in winning 
medals in the Olympic Games, yet for football, as the world’s most popular sport, it was 
consistently at the opposite end of the success continuum. 
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In addition, the match-fixing problem, which was revealed in the late 1990s, became more 
severe during the second phase. Since 1998, when a series of indisputable match-fixing 
scandals were exposed by the media1F2, football fans started to feel disenchanted with football 
and this was reflected in the decline in attendance (Rao 2013). The average attendance in each 
Jia A game dropped from 24,300 in 1996 to 14,100 in 2002 (Li 2015). However, the inaction 
of the CFA at that time towards this misconduct after the media exposure led to more corruption 
throughout the whole professional league system during the second phase (Gong 2014). As a 
result, a mood of frustration and disappointment regarding the football governance swept 
across the country. Xinhua News Agency (The Fight against Match-fixing 2009) commented: 
The (sickness within) Chinese football is beyond cure. We are calling for justice in 
the country to prevent football from falling dead. If the football governing bodies 
(GASC and CFA) are going to put on another fake show (referring to the lenient 
sentence imposed by CFA following the match-fixing scandal in 2001) in the ‘anti-
corruption campaign’, we won’t be able to see Chinese football rise ever again! 
Policy Stream 
Compared with the first Ten-year Plan, there was no significant change in the second Ten-year 
Plan. The continuing emphasis on achieving the arguably unrealistic goals exposed the 
policymakers’ failure to consider the policy feasibility, albeit this policy embodied their values 
and interests at that time. Domestically, problems such as match-fixing and illegal gambling 
persisted which led to the alienation of football fans (Li 2015; Rao 2013). The tension was 
building up among the CFA and the professional clubs and the fans. The policy introduced in 
                                                 
2 In 2001, the ‘Jia B Five Rats Incident’ reported five football teams to be involved in a series of fixed matches 
in the final round of the Jia B League. 
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the first phase had not solved this problem, and in the second phase, these problems became 
more acute.   
Political Stream 
It was clear that there was something wrong with the way football was governed, at all levels. 
It was not delivering at the grassroots level, nor at the elite level and the professional level. It 
was becoming apparent that the national mood was changing and the need for action was 
becoming apparent to policy-makers. As a consequence, strong action was taken by the GASC. 
For example, in 2009, to tackle the corruption occurring in football, 39 football officials and 
players were convicted, and heavy fines were imposed on the professional clubs who were 
involved. This policy was considered successful and won considerable support among the 
public (Poll 2011).   
The second phase also witnessed the impact of the turnover of officials on the policy agenda. 
Chinese President Xi Jinping is a fan of football, and before his 2012 accession to the 
Presidency, President Xi had made known his ambition to develop football. On his official visit 
as the Vice-president to Germany in October 2009, he made a comment on Chinese football 
which was captured by the media (Lu 2009): 
After the (Beijing) Olympic Games, China has made a resolution…since we can 
win gold medals in other sports, we should also be determined to improve football. 
This process, however, will take a very long time…  
When President Xi took office, his ambition to improve Chinese football was even more 
apparent as he consistently engaged in football discussions and attended football matches and 
stadium tours during his state visits.  
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By the end of the second phase, Chinese public opinion and the national leadership were 
strongly in favour of a radical change to address the problems of football national team failures, 
the problems that beset the professional leagues and the failure of talent development practices. 
The policy entrepreneurs in the second phase were somewhat the same as in the first phase, 
that is, the top leaders in the CFA who also senior official in the GASC finalised and 
implemented the second Ten-year Plan.  
Phase Three: 2013-2015 
Building upon the accumulated problems and failed policy attempts to improve Chinese 
football, in the third phase from 2013 to 2015, the Chinese government decided to abandon the 
previous ten-year policy process and embrace radical policy change and decouple the CFA 
from the GASC.  
The Problem Stream 
In the third phase, prior to the formulation and issuing of the 2015 Reform Plan, a 
comprehensive investigation into the status quo of football in China was carried out by the 
CFA. It was on the basis of this investigation the CFA formulated the draft for the Reform Plan. 
A central element of the Reform Plan was the need for the CFA to have greater autonomy. 
According to one interviewee, when asked why the government decided to initiate the radical 
change, he responded: 
…the central government was determined to improve football and when the reform 
group investigated the reasons why Chinese football had not made significant 
progress despite all the efforts in the past twenty years, they asked us football 
professionals for advice. Some people pointed out that: ‘it’s not that we didn’t work 
hard…we tried so many different ways, it is just the inappropriate institutional 
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system for football development!’ Therefore, the central government took our 
advice—if it is a problem of institutions, okay, let’s change them…  
The accumulation of indicators was another driving force for change. When asked why football 
reform has to take place in 2015, one respondent in the CFA who was involved in the policy-
making process responded: 
Have you looked at the performance of us (men’s teams) in the World Cup (matches) 
in history? It was just disastrous! We only made into the World Cup once (in 2002) 
and we then lost all three matches…the 2014 Brazil World Cup was just another 
turn of the Wheel (of fate) …this has to change, we have to do something about it… 
The feedback gained through the government’s investigation into the sport sector served as 
another important source for problem identification. One of the most prominent pieces of 
evidence was the report submitted to GASC by the Central Commission for Discipline 
Inspection (CCDI)2F3 of the Communist Party of China in November 2014. In the report, Zhang 
Huawei, the leader of the inspection group, indicated that based on the investigation of sport 
organisations including the GASC, its affiliated units, and sport associations (including the 
CFA), it was found that there were some problems requiring further attention from the 
government. These problems included:  
• Extensive game manipulation which seriously violated the principle of sporting fairness; 
• The ‘multiple identities’ (with the overlapping attributes of a public institution, 
voluntary association, and a company) of many GASC affiliated organisations which 
led to the formation of an overcentralised governance model in the sport system. 
(Central Commission for Discipline Inspection 2014) 
                                                 
3 The Central Commission for Discipline Inspection is a standing committee body set up under the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC) for managing party disciplinary inspections nationwide. 
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The report reinforced Zhang’s long-standing concern with the need to tackle the major issues 
confronting sport, especially the fight against corruption and the need to expand government 
regulation across the sport sector through institutional reform. The suggestion of institutional 
reform was also embedded in the 2015 Reform Plan. Indeed, in the third phase, the severity of 
the problems in football and the necessity of enacting policy change were finally recognised.  
The Policy Stream 
While the impetus for policy change had been embraced, the policy needed to survive in order 
for the change to occur. It is possible to argue that both policy evolution and policy spillover 
are significant factors facilitating the policy change in the third phase. 
Through a close examination of the 2015 Reform Plan, it is apparent that the plan was partly 
developed from the ideas within the two CFA ten-year plans. Table 3 highlights that among 
the eleven guidelines outlined in the 2015 Reform Plan, ten can be traced back to the first ‘Ten-
year Plan’. Although some changes in policy content can be identified due to the alterations in 
the policy environment and the policy implementers, the evolution of policies can be identified. 
Taking the training of football technicians (e.g., coaches and referees) as an example, in the 
1993 policy, the training of technicians was only mentioned in two sentences within the 
Guideline 20; however, in the second Ten-year Plan (Chinese Football Association 2003), two 
pages of detailed policy guidance were dedicated to the training and promotion of technicians. 
Yet, as seen in Table 3, the decoupling of the CFA from the government was not mentioned in 
the 1993-2002 Plan. It can be argued that this part of policy change is a punctuation, a dramatic 
change that disrupts long periods of policy continuity (Baumgartner and Jones 1993), rather 
than policy evolution.  
[Insert Table 3 Here] 
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It is also proposed that there was an endogenous, rather than exogenous, spillover occurring 
within the policy process of football reform in China, because of the ‘institutional 
interconnection among the two policy areas’ (Ackrill and Kay 2011).  More specifically, the 
decoupling of the CFA from GASC, was a policy spillover which was resulted of the 
liberalisation or marketisation of the economy. This proposition was echoed by football 
researcher Gong Bo (2014) 
In the past, Chinese football was developed within the planned economy and the 
market was to a large extent fragmented and chaotic... Now that Chinese football 
has established its fundamental reform path, which is through marketisation, it is 
therefore important for the football practitioners to abide by the market laws (p. 225)  
The Chairman of CFA Cai made a similar comment in a press conference in March 2015, where 
he stated: 
The crucial thing to develop Chinese football in the near future is to better integrate 
the advantages of current sport system (Juguo Tizhi3F4) and market economy…  
To summarise, a combination of policy evolution and (endogenous) policy spillover led to a 
policy stream which created the conditions for a potentially radical change. Apart from that, 
the values that underpin the promotion of football are in line with the new Presidency and his 
administration’s interests, whether it is for diplomatic values or nationwide health promotion.      
The Political Stream 
The national mood prior to the third phase was unfavourable towards previous football related 
policies and governance. However, there was another factor in the political stream that drove 
the change. The influence of the new President and his administration was significant in the 
                                                 
4 Juguo Tizhi: A system which encompasses the full range of state activities in sports (Hu and Henry, 2017) 
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formulation of the 2015 Reform Plan, and this influence can be identified in the policy itself. 
The paragraph introducing the Reform Plan emphasises the impact of President Xi on the 
initiation of the policy document (Chinese State Council 2015): 
Since the 18th Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) was convened, 
the Central Committee Leadership with Comrade Xi Jinping as General 
Secretary has placed the development of football and the building up of a great 
sports nation as an initial task. General Secretary Xi Jinping has on several 
occasions pointed out that the Chinese football industry has to be developed.  
When asked about the impact of the new President and his administration on the reform policy, 
all the interviewees thought that the new administration played a crucial role in bringing the 
reform of football onto the policy agenda. However, one respondent cautioned against placing 
too much emphasis on the role of the President in initiating policy change: 
Some people say that Chinese football underwent such radical change this time only 
because President Xi is a big fan of football. I think this kind of statement is bit 
superficial. It is true that President Xi likes football, but there are more important 
reasons that the central government decided to initiate the reform—they saw the 
social, economic, political and cultural values in football… you just can’t say it 
happens because of a person’s hobby… 
What this informant suggested resonated with the policy analysis literature, which 
indicated one individual is unlikely to be solely responsible for a change of policy agenda 
(Kingdon 1995). However, it was evident that President Xi and his administration as well 
as the top leaders in the CFA had acted as policy entrepreneurs in the initiation of the 
Reform Plan.  
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Discussion 
It is necessary to reiterate the main research question, which is to examine why the reform 
occurred in 2015 and not earlier.  Based on the findings of this research, two reasons align with 
the five elements of the MSF are identified. First, the timing and conditions under which the 
Chinese government initiated the 2015 football reform lie in the conjunction of the three 
streams. Second, two policy windows together with the intervention of policy entrepreneurs 
enabled the radical change. 
The Problem Stream. Each phase has its own problems. for instance, the problems that existed 
in the Phase One (1993-2002) resulted in part from distorted policy objectives. In other words, 
the objectives emphasised by the policymakers at that time were more oriented to elite 
performance success, rather than mass participation. This objective was consistently prioritised 
through Phase Two (2003-2012) and Phase Three (2013-2015) and contributed to the tension 
between national and commercial interests. This echoed with what Kingdon (1995, p. 110) 
suggested that a mismatch between the observed conditions and one’s conception of an ideal 
state becomes a problem. The practice of asking professional clubs to give way to national 
team building by suspending league games or releasing players worsened the tension between 
CFA and commercial clubs; while the emphasis on the Olympic strategy over football 
development led to a reduction in the number of youth players (Gong 2014). Another problem 
existed can be considered as a result of the comparison of expectation and actual results. This 
is particularly evident after the Chinese teams achieved success at the Olympic stage. The 
repeated poor performances of the national men’s team in the World Cup every four years 
served as another problem indicator or focusing event that drew policymakers’ attention to the 
problem. In addition, the prevalent match-fixing in the commercial leagues throughout the first 
and second phases, as well as the feedback provided by the CCDI in 2014 both signalled the 
need for change with policymakers. 
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The Policy Stream. When looking back at the Phases One and Two, many different policies to 
improve football have been tried by the Chinese government. There were coaches sent overseas 
to study football tactics in the 1950s; foreign coaches were invited to train local players in the 
early 2000s; and in the last three years, a large influx of foreign players has been transferred to 
China to play in the CSL. Most of the policies were developed in an evolutionary manner or 
followed a ‘path dependency’ strategy. However, these attempts did not result in significant 
improvements to the football performance of China, it was not surprising that a more radical 
solution would be considered. Moreover, it became clear that the problems described above 
were partly, if not substantially the result of the institutional structure that underpinned Chinese 
society. The first phase of football followed soon after the initiation of the national policy of 
economic marketisation. Following that problems developed because of the incompatibility of 
an overcentralised institutional structure with the marketisation of professional football. It took 
a long time for a compatible model to be developed and to adjust to the conflicts caused by 
asymmetric power and resource system imbalances (Gong 2014). It was not until the third 
phase, in 2013, when the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China announced the radical institutional reform that enabled the policy 
spillover to happen, thus, a radical change of football governance became possible. 
The Political Stream. From the first phase to the second phase, the national mood towards 
Chinese football had sourced due to the corruption problems in the commercial leagues and the 
poor performance of the national men’s team in international competitions. Although the anti-
corruption campaign in 2009 managed to raise morale a little the public mood in relation to 
football remained rather apprehensive. However, President Xi Jinping’s ambition to promote 
football as a national strategy resulted in a policy punctuation which responded to the public’s 
concerns and created a more positive public mood. Both football practitioners and football fans 
were expecting and supportive of a radical change in the political landscape favourable to the 
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development of football. In addition, the party ideology in China is considered consistent with, 
or more specifically, ‘overlapping’ with the government element; therefore, the impact of the 
party (CPC) ideology on the policy change can be considered less striking when compared to 
that of the turnover of government officials.  
Policy Window. Two windows of opportunities were identified in this study, namely, a problem 
window and a political window. In terms of Downs’ model of the issue attention cycle, Phase 
One should be considered to be the ‘pre-problem’ stage or ‘issue recognition’ stage (Downs 
1972, p. 40). It was at Phase Two that corruption in the Chinese football spread nationwide and 
that the lack of progress of the national teams became apparent. At Phase Three, problems from 
the previous two phases accumulated, and arguably another round of disqualification for the 
2014 World Cup served as the catalyst which resulted in the central government’s decision to 
take action. Another important catalyst was the change of the Presidency and his administration. 
Although there had been a change of political administration at Phases One and Two and both 
administrations had shown interest in football development, they were not as committed to the 
change when compared to the commitment of the political administration of Phase Three. More 
importantly, the Presidency and the political administrations in Phases One and Two did not 
prioritise football promotion as a national strategy.  
Policy Entrepreneur. During Phases One and Two, there was a number of potential policy 
entrepreneurs, including scholars, media and commercial sponsors but their influence was more 
on fostering a national mood of dissatisfaction with the current state of football rather than 
promoting a particular policy. It is clear that the election of President Xi was significant in the 
reform of the CFA in 2015, but it needs to be borne in mind that he was working within a very 
supportive ‘political stream’ and was faced with clear evidence of policy failure within the 
‘problem stream’. 
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In summary, between 1993 and 2015, no radical policy change occurred in the Chinese football 
sector as the policy window did not open until 2015. In other words, the Reform Plan that 
occurred during the third phase was because the three streams synchronised, the window 
opened, and the influential role played by the policy entrepreneur (the President and his 
administration).  
Conclusion 
In contemporary China, football has largely been influenced, if not controlled, by the 
government. Specifically, football in China was designed primarily to serve the nation’s 
political goals or at a later stage, economic goals rather than a result of a cultural enthusiasm 
for this sport. Albeit the 2015 Reform Plan was promoted as the Chinese government ‘letting 
go’ of the control of the football development, the fact that the President of the CFA still holds 
a senior administrative position in the GASC raises the questions whether the change occurring 
is still superficial? Will decentralised change occur, or will a centralised control continue?  
This study applied the MSF model to investigate the Chinese agenda setting in the sport context, 
particularly in the football sector. It contributes theoretically by further examining the concepts 
of policy evolution and policy spillover, and the role these factors played in Chinese policy 
agenda setting. The study also has a number of implications about the policy-making in China. 
First, it suggests that in the Chinese context, it is important to have senior politicians in the 
government to act as policy entrepreneurs when a radical change is to be promoted. Second, 
the study indicated that the public opinion (public mood) can, to some extent, affect the 
government’s decision to act. Thirds, it is indicated that while the Chinese government is 
clearly the dominant policy actor in the policy process, elements of civil society (e.g., scholars, 
media and sponsors) have some capacity to influence both the problem and policy stream. 
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Finally, the study indicates considerable flexibility on the part of the Chinese government to 
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Table 1:  A List of Documents for Data Analysis 
Documents Sources from 
The Overall Plan for Chinese Football Reform and Development 
(2015.3) 
GASC 
Chinese Football Association Reform Plan (2015.8) CFA 
‘Ten Year’ Plans for Chinese Football Development (1993-2002, 2003-
2012) 
CFA 
Chinese Football Mid- and Long-Term Development Plan (2016-2050) GASC&CFA 
Chinese Football Association Statutes (2003, 2005, 2014, 2015, 2016) CFA 
Chinese Football Association Annual Financial Report (2017) CFA website 















Table 2 A Distribution of Interviewees in the Study 





1 Due to confidentiality 
reasons, the names and 
positions will not be 
revealed here. All 
interviews were conducted 
at the meeting offices of 
each departments between 
























Administration Department  
1 
Professional League Office  1 
Commercial football 
clubs  
Guangzhou R&F F.C 1 Idem 
Beijing Guo’an F.C 1 
Jiangsu Suning F.C 1 
Hangzhou Greentwon F.C 
 
1 
Shenzhen F.C 1 





Table 3: Comparisons of Two Policies in 1993 and 2015 
The Overall Plan for Chinese Football 
Reform and Development (2015) 
(adaption) 
Ten-Year Plan for Chinese Football 
Development 
(1993-2002) (adaption) 
Guideline1: The general requirements and 
main objectives of the reform 
Guideline 6: The general requirements and 
main objectives of the next ten years 
Guideline 2: Reform (decoupling) of the 
Chinese Football Association  / 
Guideline 3: Improvement and reform of 
the structure and management model of 
professional football clubs 
Guideline 2: Establish and perfect the 
structure and management model for football 
clubs 
Guideline 4: Improving the football 
competition system and professional league 
system 
Guideline 11&16: Establish a new football 
competition system and league system 
Guideline 5: Reform and promoting the 
development of school football 
Guideline 13&14: Construct football pitches 
and bring football into schools; build the 
youth football development system 
Guideline 6: Develop the popularity of 
community football 
Guideline 13: Construct football pitches and 
bring football into schools 
Guideline 7: Improve the promotion system 
of football technicians  
Guideline 20: Enhance research and 
application of football theories and 
technology 
Guideline 8: Promoting the reform and 
development of the national football team 
Guideline 18: Improve the whole 
performance of national teams 
Guideline 9: Strengthen the construction 
and management of football pitches 
Guideline13: Construct football pitches and 
bring football into schools 
Guideline 10: Optimize investment 
mechanisms 
Guideline 12: Develop and expand the 
football market 
Guideline 11: Strengthen the government 
leadership in promoting and developing 
football 
Guideline 20: Enhance the promotion and 
diplomacy of football and create a positive 
environment for Chinese football 
development 
 
 
 
